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BEST TRIPS 2020
ADVENTURE

TASMANIAWild and beautiful, faraway yet familiar, this  
epic isle has a thrilling secret

STORY BY  
SARAH REID

PHOTOGRAPHS BY  
EWEN BELL

AUSTRALIA

At Cradle Mountain–Lake  
St. Clair National Park, hikers 

tackle multiday trails that pass 
through a landscape of ancient 

forests and alpine heaths.
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“Explore the possibilities” reads the license plate of my rental car, 
complete with a Tasmanian tiger peeking out from between two 
numbers. Challenge accepted, I think, tossing my hiking boots 
in the trunk and setting the GPS to the nearest national park.

Once mocked as a backwater, Tasmania is now one of 
Australia’s fastest-growing tourism destinations. Key to the 
appeal of Australia’s southernmost state is its raw natural beauty, 
which it owes largely to a combination of its remoteness (airport 
expansion plans are under way, but international flights are still 
a few years off) and the enduring green spirit of its half million 
or so residents. Swathed in 2,000-year-old trees and home to 
real-life devils (and even “tigers,” if you believe the rumors that 
the officially extinct thylacine lives on), it’s the stuff outdoor 
adventures are made of. 

After making the trek here, visitors find that most of Tassie’s 
attractions are surprisingly accessible. It takes just four hours 
to drive the length of the state. No matter where you base your-
self, opportunities to become immersed in nature are never far 
away—nearly half the state is designated national park, after 
all. Curious to discover if Tassie’s newest adventure experiences 
are as spectacular as they appear on my social media feeds, I 
headed to Hobart to explore the adrenalized enticements “within 
cooee” (within reach) of the capital.

Hiker’s Heaven 
“Bit cuter than the tiger snake, isn’t it?” guide Joel Kovacs jokes, 
as a pademelon (like a mini-kangaroo) hops across our path 
along the Three Capes Track, pausing a few feet away to peer 

In and around Hobart’s harbor cluster fishing boats, new luxury 
waterfront hotels such as the MACq 01, and fish-and-chip shops.  

BEST TRIPS 2020
ADVENTURE

E
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at us through a hedge of cutting grass once used by the Palawa 
(Aboriginal people of Tasmania) for basket-weaving. Along with 
the trio of Bennett’s wallabies and the deadly tiger snake that 
had joined us on the track, not to mention the echidna we spot 
later that day, it’s been a wildlife-watching boon.

But the views remain the highlight of this four-day, 30-mile 
trail skirting the soaring dolerite cliffs that prop up the Tasman 
Peninsula, a windswept wilderness jutting 
off the state’s southeastern tip. Unveiled in 
2015 to tremendous expectations, Tasmania’s 
newest multiday trail comes complete 
with architect-designed bunkhouses and a  
smattering of “story seats” inviting walkers 
to contemplate the history of the peninsula 
while taking a breather. 

Last year, Tasmanian Walking Company, 
which runs luxe guided hikes on some of 

Art and appetite (from left): Located up the Derwent River from Hobart, the Museum of Old and New Art (MONA) features mind-bending installations, 
such as the prism-studded Spectrum Chamber. Downtown Hobart dishes up wild fish ceviche with coconut milk and lime salsa at Pearl + Co, on the 
waterfront at Victoria Dock, and delicious bites are available from stands at the weekly Farm Gate Market, held every Sunday on Bathurst Street. 

700 mi

700 km

Canberra

AUSTRAL IA

TASMANIA
INDIAN
OCEAN

King I. Melbourne

Coral
Sea

Tassie’s top trails, launched the Three Capes Lodge Walk, with 
groups overnighting at private eco-sensitive cliffside lodges dis-
creetly tucked off the main trail. Considering the gourmet meals, 
the local wine I don’t have to carry in myself, and the two guides’ 
knowledge, it’s a truly transformative way to experience the 
trail, which is unlike any other in Tassie. But the 880-odd tracks 
that lace the state’s national parks, reserves, and conservation 

areas each have their own unique aspects. 
And variety isn’t the only selling point.

“Even the trails with the best infrastruc-
ture don’t detract from the feeling of being 
immersed in the wilderness,” says Kovacs, 
a Hobart native who has tramped many of 
them in his decade of guiding. “Tassie’s trails 
haven’t been widened like you’ll see in New 
Zealand and elsewhere to accommodate big 
crowds, and I hope they’ll stay that way.” 
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Full circles: Subterranean 
rooms in MONA showcase 
David Walsh’s $110- million 
private collection of art and 
antiquities; Aloft (opposite) 
serves seasonal produce 
and local seafood on Brooke 
Street Pier, a four-story 
floating dock in Hobart. 
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Kovacs’s favorite is the Overland Track, a six-day traverse of 
Cradle Mountain–Lake St. Clair National Park. High on my own 
wish list is the Wukalina Walk, a four-day Aboriginal-guided 
trek launched last year in the Bay of Fires, so-called partly for 
its orange lichen-covered granite boulders.

More casual walkers find a diversity of day hikes to choose 
from. I squeeze in a quick jaunt to Russell Falls (and Horseshoe 
Falls upstream), in Mount Field National Park, which tumbles 
through a rainforest setting immortalized on Tasmania’s first 
stamp collection designed to promote tourism in 1899. 

Other notable strolls include the Dove Lake Circuit beneath 
the towering spires of Cradle Mountain, Wineglass Bay Lookout 
for Freycinet National Park’s best view, and the Springlawn 
Nature Walk in Narawntapu National Park on the north coast 
for its wildlife. These are just three of 60 short walks listed by 
the Parks & Wildlife Service as the state’s best, and big devel-
opments are on the way. A proposal to build six eco-sensitive 
hiker’s huts along the South Coast Track—Tasmania’s most 
remote trail—was greenlighted last year, while this past July 
saw the announcement of plans to develop a walking route in 
the Tyndall Range on the edge of the Tasmanian Wilderness 
World Heritage Area. 

Bold Bike Trails
Peering over my handlebars at the steep, rocky single track 
jagging down between the snow gum trees, I wonder if I’ve over-
estimated my ability. But after navigating a few tight corners 
without falling off, I settle into the ride down Maydena Bike Park, 

allowing myself to steal longer glimpses of the ever changing 
landscape as we descend more than 2,600 feet through a web 
of 62 trails (and counting) threading down a hillside northwest 
of Hobart. 

“I like to think of this section as our own Jurassic Park,”  
assistant manager Luke Reed tells me as we weave between lofty 
king ferns in the temperate rainforest that hugs the slopes. Since 
decamping from the mainland two years ago when he got wind 
of the Maydena development, Reed says he hasn’t looked back. 
“There’s just so much to do here,” he says. “We’ve got Marriott’s 
Falls and Mount Field just down the road, and I still haven’t 
ridden all the trails in Maydena.” 

While Maydena is Tasmania’s only all-downhill bike park, it’s 
just one of a growing number of top mountain bike parks pop-
ping up around the state. Just north of Launceston, Hollybank 
Mountain Bike Park opened in 2014 with a six-mile descent called 
the Juggernaut that draws riders from around the world. The 
following year, the former tin-mining town of Derby transformed 

Red-necked wallabies 
(right) find a haven in 
Narawntapu National 
Park, a seaside reserve of 
wetlands, lagoons, and 
sand dunes on Tasmania’s 
northern coast.

The island’s natural 
beauties (below) include 
ferns near Cradle 
Mountain; a superb 
fairy wren at the York 
Town Historic Site, the 
location of the first British 
settlement in Tasmania 
in the early 1800s; and 
seashells that artist and 
potter Ben Richardson 
uses in his studio on the 
South Arm peninsula. 

“ EVEN THE TRAILS 
WITH THE BEST 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
DON’T DETRACT 
FROM THE FEELING 
OF BEING IMMERSED 
IN THE WILDERNESS.” 



The Bay of Fires, on the 
northeastern coast, got its 

name from the Aboriginal 
campfires spotted by British 

seafarers—but it could also 
apply to its orange lichen-

covered boulders.
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into Australia’s premier mountain biking destination overnight 
following the opening of Blue Derby Mountain Bike Trails. 
And the scene continues to evolve, with the first section of the  
St. Helens Mountain Bike Trail Network, 40 miles southeast of 
Derby, having opened in November.  

“You can even ride some of the Mount Wellington trails,” says 
Reed, as we peel off our helmets. Relieved to have completed 
a lap of Maydena without having to test the limits of my travel 
insurance, I take his word for it.

Coastal Tours by Kayak 
My guide, Liam Weaver, sees it first. Following his lead, I kayak 
slowly toward the small brown lump moving across the water. 
Suddenly it stops, its slick furry body and iconic “duck bill” 
more visible as it pauses on the surface for a few seconds before 
diving under the tannin-stained water. It’s my first wild platypus 
sighting, and I’m rapt.  

“On some trips we spot more than 20,” says Weaver, grin-
ning back at me, and I snap back to scanning the river for more 
platypus activity. 

One of Australia’s most elusive creatures, these shy mono-
tremes (egg-laying mammals) thrive in the upper Derwent River, 
which snakes down a rural valley northwest of Hobart lined with 
sheep farms and hop plantations that scent the air with an odd 
mix of lanolin and beer. Weaver estimates 30 to 50 breeding 
pairs of platypuses make their homes here, setting the scene 
for Tassie Bound’s flagship kayaking tour. 

“When Liam first took me down here on a kayak, it felt like 
we were being gifted an opportunity to create a unique, sus-
tainable tourism experience,” Liam’s wife and business partner, 
Fiona, tells me after the tour. She also runs Wild Island Women, 
Tasmania’s first female adventure community. “Even some locals 
are unaware that we have this incredible wildlife-spotting oppor-
tunity on our doorstep,” she says.

Even if you don’t see any platypuses, it’s a ridiculously scenic 
afternoon paddle downriver. Three years since launching the 
tour, Tassie Bound remains the only operator on the river, which 
adds to the sense of adventure. The couple also run various other 
kayaking tours, and there’s some beautiful kayaking to be had 
around the Freycinet Peninsula, though keen paddlers in search 
of the ultimate off-grid adventure would be wise to check out 
Roaring 40s Kayaking’s multiday expeditions in the rugged, 
hidden waterways of the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage 
Area. Operated in the same region is Australia’s most spectacular 
white-water rafting experience, an eight-day adventure down the 
Franklin River, which was saved from a dam project in the ’70s, 

thanks to one of the most significant environmental campaigns 
in Australia’s history. 

“The experience of paddling down the untamed wilderness 
of the Franklin, which has no man-made infrastructure what-
soever, is incredibly powerful,” says Tassie-born Elias Eichler, 
who runs Franklin River Rafting with his wife and fellow rafting 
guide, Franzi. “The water is so pure we have a cup hanging off 
the side of the boat that you can just dunk in the river if you get 
thirsty. Where else can you do that these days?”

Moveable Feasts 
From King Island Dairy cheeses to Bruny Island oysters, 
Tasmania’s edible output is legendary, and with more than 
half a dozen established food and drink trails across the state, 
choosing your own culinary itinerary is one of Tassie’s most 
rewarding soft adventures.

Given its ideal climate for malting, Tassie’s Whisky Trail is 
a good place to start. Following a suitably weird morning at the 
Museum of Old and New Art (MONA), Tassie’s flagship cultural 
institution and an adventure in itself, I drop into Shene Estate, 
just a 30-minute drive north of Hobart. The Kernke family 
has painstakingly restored an exquisite 19th-century Gothic-
Revival sandstone stables and barn, the latter now acting as 
the tasting room of the family distillery. The first release of 
their triple-distilled Mackey whisky won the gold medal at the 
2018 San Francisco World Spirits Competition, but I’m partial 
to their Poltergeist gin. It was named in honor of the pagan 
witch-protection symbols etched into the buildings during 
colonial times, though Anne Kernke, who runs tours and tast-
ings by appointment, hints there’s more to the story. She once 
experienced the sensation of someone sitting on her bed when 
she was in it, and nobody else was around. “We love a property 
with spirit, so we thought we had better make some,” she winks 
as she pours me a gin and tonic. 

Other paths reveal the spectrum of Tasmania’s tastes. 
Oenophiles follow the blue-and-yellow signs along the 105-mile 

Hiking highs of a trek along the eastern Tasmanian coast from Ansons 
Bay to Turtle Rock (clockwise from upper left): clambering over rocky 
Eddystone Point, marked by its 1889 lighthouse; an afternoon tea break; 
inlet views; and campfires on the beach.

CHOOSING YOUR 
OWN CULINARY 

ITINERARY IS ONE 
OF TASSIE’S MOST 
REWARDING SOFT 

ADVENTURES.



96 NATGEOTRAVEL .COM DECEMBER 2019/JANUARY 2020  97

N
G

 M
A

PS
 A

N
D

 C
RA

IG
 M

O
LY

N
EU

X
, C

A
RT

D
EC

O
; P

A
RK

 D
AT

A
 F

RO
M

 T
H

E 
W

O
RL

D
 D

AT
A

BA
SE

 
O

N
 P

RO
TE

C
TE

D
 A

RE
A

S 
(W

D
PA

), 
M

A
P 

D
AT

A
: ©

 O
PE

N
ST

RE
ET

M
A

P 
C

O
N

TR
IB

U
TO

RS
, 

AV
A

IL
A

BL
E 

U
N

D
ER

 O
PE

N
 D

AT
A

BA
SE

 L
IC

EN
SE

:O
PE

N
ST

RE
ET

M
A

P.
O

RG
/C

O
PY

RI
G

H
T

loop north from Launceston to discover more than 30 cellar 
doors on the Tamar Valley Wine Route. The Made on Bruny 
Island gourmet trail is ideal for oyster and cheese lovers.

While tucking into a perfectly battered fillet of trevalla from 
one of Hobart’s famous floating fish-and-chip shops, I think that 
if there’s a downside to seeking adventure in Tasmania, it’s that 
no matter how hard you throw yourself into it, you’ll be lucky 
to go home any lighter. 

Taking another bite, I figure I can live with that.

Freelance writer SARAH REID ( @ecotravelist) is always up for 
a sustainable travel adventure. Melbourne, Australia-based 
EWEN BELL ( @ewenbell) photographed Laos for Traveler’s 
October/November 2018 issue. 

Just add water: Opened in 2015, wilderness retreat 
Pumphouse Point frames a wintry scene at Lake St. Clair. 
The glacier-carved basin is Australia’s deepest freshwater 
lake. Fog rolls in (opposite) over the fertile Tamar River 
valley, home to several wineries.

Travel Wise: Hobart Region
room for the quince pavlova. 
theagrariankitchen.com

Cibo e Vino
Opened in early 2019, this 
tiny café is the place to 
brunch in Battery Point. 
Try the parmesan and herb 
scrambled eggs with pesto, 
wilted spinach, kale, and 
dukkah (a nut-and-spice mix), 
though if you need a sleep-in, 
the lunch menu also holds its 
own. ciboevinotas.com

  GO WITH NAT GEO  

National Geographic 
Expeditions offers a 12-day 
“Australia: Tasmania to the 
Great Barrier Reef” itinerary 
that includes visits to Hobart, 
Mount Field National Park, 
and Cradle Mountain–Lake 
St. Clair National Park. natgeo 
expeditions.com/explore; 
888-966-8687

fossil in the Evolve bar.  
macq01.com.au

Moss Hotel
Furnished in rainforest tones 
and with a vertical garden of  
Mount Wellington ferns 
spilling down the lobby wall, 
Hobart’s newest boutique 
hotel is the perfect primer for 
a Tassie wilderness adven-
ture. Lodgings spread across 
two heritage buildings on the 
same street as the popular 
Salamanca Saturday market. 
mosshotel.com.au

Islington Hotel
With its acclaimed contem-
porary restaurant showcasing 
local produce, well-stocked 
honor bar, Mount Wellington 
views, and ample off-street 
parking, this 11-room  
boutique hotel set in a 
quirky South Hobart heritage 
home is a good choice for 

self-drivers keen to avoid  
the downtown bustle.  
islingtonhotel.com 

WHERE TO EAT

Templo
Hobart excels at Italian, 
but while Ettie’s and Fico 
won’t disappoint, this cozy 
20-seater on the fringe of  
the central business district 
edges them out for its inven-
tive and reasonably priced 
degustation menu. There’s 
also a short blackboard  
menu of main-size dishes. 
templo.com.au

Agrarian Kitchen
Set in Australia’s oldest  
(former) psychiatric hospital, 
this destination restaurant 
in New Norfolk, 45 minutes’ 
drive north of Hobart, is 
creative, yet unfussy, farm-to-
table dining at its finest. Save 

WHEN TO GO, 
WHAT TO KNOW

Tasmania is a year-round 
destination, though many 
tour providers cease oper-
ations during the winter 
months (late May to early 
September). Hikers should 
be prepared for freezing 
temperatures, and snow  
on higher-altitude trails, 
during this time. 

WHERE TO SLEEP 

MACq 01
There’s no better way to  
get acquainted with Hobart 
than on a complimentary  
tour led by this luxury  
harborside hotel’s master 
storyteller, Justin Johnstone. 
Each enormous guest room 
(some with water views) is 
named for a colorful Tassie 
character. And, yes, that’s a 
giant Russian cave bear  
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